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In Mrs. Dalloway, which is set in the background at the after-war period, Woolf 
creatively employs special writing techniques to depict the lives of Clarissa and 
Septimus who are from different social classes over a day with the purpose to indicate 
their inner exisential crisis. The former is an upper-class housewife and the latter is a 
veteran who becomes mad after the First World War.  
The novel reflects the mental attitudes and outlooks of English people after the 
First World War, reveals the feeling of anxiety, and alienation in the absurd world and 
indirectly reflects the changes in England at the after-war period. Though Clarissa and 
Septimus have never met and known each other, as a matter of fact, the two have 
something in common. Both of them are haunted by existential crisis, which is caused 
by sordid world after the war. Woolf intends to make Septimus the double of Clarissa. 
By creating the two parallel figures, she aims to show readers life and death, sanity 
and insanity.  
Existentialism proposes that man is full of anxiety, in despair with no meaning in 
his life, and awareness of death, just helplessly struggling in the absurd world, until he 
makes decisive choice about his own future. It means that the world is absurd, and 
man tries making meaning in choice of himself, for which he should take all 
responsibility. The existential characteristics of the novel are shown in these aspects: 
the absurd men in an absurd world, the sense of alienation and anxiety, the 
responsibility of man, and the choice one makes to give the meaning of his life. 
The death of Septimus reveals that as a man who is responsible for the universal 
as a whole, it’s heroic for him to commit suicide, and awaken the absurd world by 
death. As for Clarrisa, she gathers all her strength from the lines “fear no more, the 
heat of sun” and obtains the meaning of life by holding party. And finally, she is ready 
to tackle with the suffering of life and faces it bravely. No matter what choices one 
makes, life or death, both of them are the existential heroes, like Sisyphus in the myth, 
who, despite torturing to ceaselessly roll a rock to the top of the mountain, devotes 















In the novel, Woolf applies unique narrative strategies. She chooses the clock 
Big Ben as a narrative clue; not only does it report the exact physical time, but also 
every single physical moment is filled with complex consciousness of various 
characters. At the same time, Woolf uses the stream of consciousness to achieve a 
new narrative structure: in it there’s no distinction between dream and reality, past and 
present. The narration flows simultaneously from the conscious to the unconscious, 
from the memory to the actual moment to illuminate and reinforce the existential 
elements in the novel. 
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Virginia Stephen Woolf (1882-1941), the English novelist, critic, and essayist, is 
one of the representative writers in England during the period between the two World 
Wars. In her lifetime, she responded to a world in which faith was collapsing under 
the stresses of changing knowledge, the civilized savagery of war, and new manners 
and morals. Unsatisfied with the novel based on familiar, factual, and external details, 
with her sensitive, poetic awareness, Virginia Woolf contrived to create a new literary 
form which is described as impressionistic, more personal and internal by following 
the experimental clues. Her brilliant use of stream of consciousness skills in fiction 
and charming poetic temperament make Woolf an immortal name in the history of 
British literature. In her life, she totally finished nine novels; they are The Voyage Out 
(1915), Night and Day (1919), Jacob’s Room (1922), Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the 
Lighthouse (1927), Orlando (1928), The Waves (1931), The Years (1938) and 
Between the Acts (1941). 
Woolf’s works offer a unique, early twentieth-century perspective on such topics 
as sexuality, feminism, life and death, madness and sanity, and the disintegration of 
society. Through her innovative works, she questioned both the nature of reality and 
the significance of the individual human being in an alienating and dehumanizing 
world. As a forerunner of stream-of-consciousness writing, Woolf prefers to explore 
the inner thoughts and feelings of her characters, rather than the dramatic action. At 
the same time, her novels do not limit themselves to a single consciousness, but move 
from character to character, using interior monologues to present each person’s 
differing responses, often to the same event. Her specific contribution to the art of 
fiction is the representation of multiple consciousnesses hovering around a common 
center. 
In her opinion, the writer should “be rid of realism, to penetrate without help into 
the regions beneath it” (Liu Bingshan, 2002: 496). She shifted the focus of novel from 
the outside world to people’s inner mind. She did her best to “portray the inner life, 















subconscious, and fluid” (Chang Yaoxin, 2006: 384). Meanwhile, she was fascinated 
with time--both as a sequence of moments and in terms of years and centuries--and 
with the differences between external and internal time. It is often evident in the 
structure of her novels. Mrs. Dalloway (1925) occurs within the consciousness of 
several people during the course of one day. 
David Daiches, a Scottish literary historian and literary critic, considers Woolf as 
one of the half-dozen novelists of her generation, whom the world will not easily let 
die, and when writing on Virginia Woolf, he asserted, “There can be little question 
that she was the greatest woman novelist of her time, though she herself would have 
objected to the separation of her sex implied in such a judgment.” (Daiches, 1942: 2) 
Virginia Woolf is such a distinctive writer that critical attention towards her has 
never been diminished and academic research never been suspended. The study on 
Woolf has been extended in almost every aspect abroad or at home. 
Virginia Woolf’s writings have always won great acclaim of the discriminating 
readers, however, her work has suffered, as has that of many other major authors, 
periods of neglect by the literary establishment. It was difficult to find copies of her 
books during the 1950s and 1960s, and they were rarely included on syllabuses for 
literature classes. However, even before 1972, when her nephew Quentin Bell’s 
bestselling biography introduced her to a larger public, there were signs of quickening 
of scholarly interest.  
Nonetheless, her novels are in print now, in a variety of editions, often with 
introductions in homage by today’s writers. They have been translated into more than 
fifty languages. Her reviews, essays, and short stories have been collected. Fragments 
of unpublished manuscripts have been pieced together and published, giving general 
readers access to valuable material such as Woolf's autobiographical writing, edited 
by Jeanne Schulkind in the collection Moments of Being (1976). And then there is the 
vast delight of the many volumes of letters and diaries, all scrupulously edited, 
copiously footnoted, and indexed. Even her reading notes are being published.  
Woolf's novels are valued by many scholars of the modernist period more for 















important social and political issues. In the few sentences John Fletcher and Malcolm 
Bradbury devote to Woolf in their survey of canonical Modernism, her novels are 
described as “exploration[s] both of the aesthetic of consciousness and the aesthetics 
of art” characterized by “a kind of joyous artistic freedom” to focus on “form” 
(Fletcher, 1978: 408-09). Beyond an interest in formalist issues, comparisons between 
Woolf and her Modernist contemporaries--T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, Gertrude Stein, 
H.D., Ezra Pound and others--have never been extensively drawn. One significant 
reason for this oversight is the fact that Woolf, living and writing in Bloomsbury, 
never embraced existence in the wandering, expatriate, “starving artist” way that other 
Modernists did. Geographical wanderings, critics insist, produced an added dimension 
to the works of the High Modernist canon noticeably absent from Woolf's life and 
work.  
About the study of Woolf’s life, scholars not only study Woolf’s own life, and 
life of her family, but also her illness which is another area that attracts critical 
attention. From 1996 to 1999 studies were made more about the relationship between 
Woolf’s illness and her creation. Meanwhile, social and historical studies have been 
focused on the Great War, the sentimentality of people in the war time and the 
significant influences upon Woolf’s innovation of writing. 
Ever since its publication, Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), is subject to both 
complimentary and derogatory criticism. With her novel, Woolf takes the reader on a 
single day’s journey through perceptions of various characters. Clearly influenced by 
James Joyce’s Ulysses, Woolf's “single-day novel” begins with the preparations for 
Clarissa Dalloway’s party and dutifully ends with all the characters gathered at the 
party. Mrs. Dalloway interrogates many significant Modernist issues: the impact of 
technology on daily life, the impact of World War I on the collective psyche, the 
value of institutions such as marriage, the intricacies of emotional commitments, and 
the anxiety produced by alienation of people from one another. While writing this 
novel Woolf fully realized one of her most acclaimed writing techniques--her 















to move inside the character’s mind and emotions. This narrative force brings 
psychological depth to each character. 
Critics of this novel, both within and outside China, approach the novel from 
many different perspectives. Literature on Mrs. Dalloway entails language and genre 
studies, feminist and gender studies, historical and cultural studies, postcolonial 
studies, and other studies such as influence and intertextuality. Generally speaking, 
these studies, though sometimes overlapping, fall into three categories, namely, 
stylistic, socio-psychological and feminist studies. 
Many critics claim that Mrs. Dalloway, with its masterly employed technique, 
stream of consciousness, is Woolf’s first successful attempt to revolt against the 
traditional realistic novels and helps to plunge the traditional realistic novel writing 
into a new era--modernism. It is justified to say that Mrs. Dalloway poses great 
difficulty for its readers due to its miscellaneous, ambiguous, fragmentary and chaotic 
description composed of memories, moods, and sensations mingled helter-skelter. For 
Virginia Woolf, writing Mrs. Dalloway is a “tunneling process”, whereas for every 
reader, Mrs. Dalloway presents a journey of discovery through the tunnel.  
Woolf commented, “In this book I have almost too many ideas. I want to give 
life and death, sanity and insanity; I want to criticize the social system, and to show it 
at work, at its most intense.” She also gave such a conclusion--“If they say that 
Jacob’s Room is all a clever experiment, I shall produce Mrs. Dalloway as the 
finished product” (Maze, 1997: 34). 
Later on, critics agreed on Woolf’s great position in literature world, and 
interpreted Mrs. Dalloway from various perspectives. In the 1970s, critical reviews of 
Mrs. Dalloway were mainly introductions of the story and detailed analysis of major 
characters. In the 1980s, Woolfian study focused largely on the text. In the 1990s, 
emphasis had been shifted to social and historical dimensions in this novel. Social 
Darwinism was discussed in an essay published in The Explicator in 1998, by Amy 
Blake. And in 1999, Michael Lackey published an essay talking about Clarissa’s and 
Miss Kilman’s political stances. Critical opinions have varied in the 21st century. In 















social and historical aspects. Inter-textual analysis and myth-archetypal critical 
approaches are favored by other critics. The connection between Greek myth and Mrs. 
Dalloway, as well as Goddess figures in the novel are studied in Molly Hoff’s “The 
Pseudo-Homeric World of Mrs. Dalloway ” and Lisa Tyler’s “The Loss of Roses: 
Mother-Daughter Myth and Relationships Between Women in Mrs. Dalloway”. 
Recently, critics focus on the manuscript study of this novel, such as “A Direction of 
One’s Own: Alienation in Mrs. Dalloway and Sula” by Lorie Watkins Fulton in 2006 
and “I Think I’m Falling in love with This Novel” by Norma Greco in 2006. 
In this thesis, I intend to analyze the novel, Mrs. Dalloway, from the aspect of 
Existentialism. Existentialism proposes that man is full of anxiety, in despair with no 
meaning in his life, and awareness of death, just helplessly struggling in the absurd 
world, until he makes decisive choice about his own future. Sartre argued, “Man 
makes himself” (Li Xinsheng, 1991: 108). It means that the world is absurd, and man 
tries making meaning in choice of himself, for which he should take all responsibility.  
In Mrs. Dalloway, which is set in the background at the after-war period, Woolf 
creates two main characters from different social classes: Clarissa and Septimus. The 
former is an upper-class housewife and the latter is a veteran who becomes mad after 
the First World War. Although they have never met and known each other, the two 
have something in common. They both suffer from existential crisis; both have strong 
sense of alienation and anxiety in the absurd world. Moreover, they couldn’t find the 
consolation from others, even not from their families. It is apparent that Woolf creates 
two parallel figures to put the binary opposition elements like life and death, sanity 
and insanity, to reveal the existential crisis of them. And finally, the two protagonists 
make their own choices to confront the crisis, one by choosing to bravely embrace life 
while the other opting for committing suicide to awaken the absurd world. No matter 
what choices they make, they are both the existential heroes, like Sisyphus in the 
myth, to define the meaning of life by their own action in an absurd world. 
 This thesis consists of six parts. The first part is the introduction of the thesis, 
including the brief introduction of Virginia Woolf and the study of her, the previous 















give the general survey of Existentialism; the next one is about Woolf’s existential 
thought and her meditation on life and death; the fourth part focuses on the Existential 
crisis undergone by the characters in Mrs. Dalloway, which is followed by the 
analysis of the heroes under the existential crisis; and the last part is about the novel’s 
narrative strategies, a design which is essentially existential. Finally, it’s the 































Chapter One A General Survey of Existentialism 
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Chapter One A General Survey of Existentialism 
Existentialism is a philosophy that takes as its starting point the individual’s 
existence. Everything that it has to say, and everything that it believes can be said of 
significance--about the world we inhabit, our feelings, thoughts, knowledge, 
ethics--stems from this central, founding ideas. Hence what sets it apart from most 
other philosophies is that it begins with the “individual” rather than the “universal” 
and so does not aim to arrive at general truths: its insistence on personal insights as 
the only means to real understanding entails that it makes no claims to objective 
knowledge. It may well be this focus on individual, subjective truths, its accessibility 
through literature and its reluctance to define either itself or its areas of interest in any 
categorical manner that continue to make Existentialism a fascinating subject. Its 
concerns are fundamental and immediate to oneself--who am I? What am I? What life 
shall I live? How shall I live? --and by “adopting” this attitude there is an inherent 
sense of dynamism, of process, journey, discovery, enlightenment and revelation that 
is felt and believed to be more important than the building of self-contained, 
all-encompassing systems more usual to philosophic endeavour. It is a prevailing 
philosophical trend of thought in the 20th century. It has great influence on literature, 
especially on the absurd theatre. 
1.1 The Emergence of Existentialism  
Existentialism is a philosophy that becomes a self-conscious movement in the 
20th century. Its basic concern is human existence. It is an inquiry into the conditions 
of man with relation to the problems created by an extreme crisis in historical and 
intellectual circumstances. It is a study of the predicament of human existence. It 
discusses man’s experience, and opposes to all those movement which tend to 
consider man as either idea or other things. Existentialists insist that philosophy 
should be connected with the individual’s own life and experience, and existentialism 
is object to abstract speculation which often neglects man’s existence. 
Tracing back its historical background of origin, there are two reasons: firstly, 
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